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CHAPTER ONE

PRINCESS EVELYN

“ANY NEWS?” HE ASKED, LEANING against the doorframe, his arms folded across his chest. He was worse than Zain when it came to acting like he owned the place. But then, she supposed, he kind of did. Prince Stefan. Her new husband.

She wanted to spit out some witty retort, but when she opened her mouth she descended into one of the terrible coughing fits that left her body shaken and tissues covered in a dusting of white powder. They often brought her to her knees.

“Just as bad?” he said.

She didn’t have the energy to answer. Just as bad. Of course it was just as bad. Didn’t he have eyes to see?

She collapsed back down onto her bed, the voluminous duvet enveloping her body like a cocoon. She closed her eyes, unable to remember the last time she had felt this weak. She even felt like her power was waning. She knew she would feel different . . . she had given away half of her Talent to her new husband (dragons, she hated that word) after all. But if anything, it felt like something else was draining her. This virus, this mysterious illness she had, was becoming a serious problem. Stefan had been giving her a pill that seemed to keep the worst of it at bay—he took the same one—but he wouldn’t tell her what the pills were for.

She hated being reliant on him. She hadn’t left the palace since Sam’s ceremony that had proclaimed her a Master Alchemist. A familiar wave of guilt washed over the princess as she thought about her friend, Samantha Kemi. Not long after the ceremony, she’d seen Sam on TV. She was being interviewed on a newscast, claiming that Stefan had been the real mastermind behind the bombing of the Laville Ball, and that the person who had taken the blame—Emilia Thoth, Evelyn’s now-deceased evil aunt—had been just a pawn in Stefan’s larger game.

Stefan had walked in while she’d been watching the cast and turned it off with a flick of his finger. When Evelyn tried to turn it back on again, the screen remained black.

She had meant to confront him about Sam’s accusations, demand he tell her the truth! It was just that this illness was making her so weak, she could barely focus . . .

She opened her eyes as he approached her. “I was afraid of this.” He reached over and put a cold hand on her forehead. She jerked away, but couldn’t get far. “You were my last hope. I needed you to be strong enough to fight it. I’d always heard that you were the strongest Royal that had ever been in Nova. Now we only have one option.”

“Hmm?” She knew what he was saying was important, but she kept drifting in and out of consciousness. “Fight what?” she mumbled. “Do you know why I’m ill? What are the pills for? Why haven’t you told anyone?” She struggled to sit up, wondering when her limbs had turned to lead.

“Hush now, Princess. There won’t be any more pills for you.”

Her eyes rolled around in her head, her gaze finally landing on her arm. There was something stuck into it. A syringe. Stefan was injecting her with something. “What are you doing?” she cried. But the words came out muffled and squashed together. She wasn’t even sure that they made any sense.

“Hush,” he said again. “The virus is going to spread. There’s no way to stop it—I see that now.”

“Wait . . .” She struggled against the pull into sleep, but it dragged her down anyway, aided by Stefan’s hand pressing firmly on her forehead. The last thing she saw before her eyes closed forever was Stefan’s curious-looking tiger-striped eyes staring down at her, and his final words.

“Dragons help us all.”



CHAPTER TWO

SAMANTHA

“SO . . .”

“So . . .”

I can’t help it; I have to giggle. The laugh bubbles up out of me like soda from a can that’s been shaken.

“What’s so funny?” Zain asks.

“All this time building up to our first proper date, and I never expected it to be this awkward!”

To my relief, he laughs too. A strand of his black hair flops onto his forehead as he looks around the crowded restaurant, our elbows so close to the next couple I could almost share my neighbor’s napkin. “I guess between my uni studies and working for ZoroAster Corp, I’ve forgotten how to be human,” he says.

“I forgive you,” I reply with a grin. “It’s normally me who’s the awkward one.”

“True, you alchemy nerd,” he teases. I throw my napkin at him, which he ducks easily. Then he leans in to whisper to me. “Are you ready to get out of here?”

“Why? Have you got a better idea?”

“I was thinking we could go see the kelpie dance?”

I grin. “I haven’t done that since I was about three years old!”

“I heard they updated it recently. It could be cheesy but . . .”

“Sounds perfect,” I say. Anything to get out of this place. When Anita heard that we were going out to Marco Darius Winter’s signature restaurant MDW, she almost choked on her pumpkin spice latte. Even when I clarified that we would be sitting in the more casual section, not the fine dining room, she foamed with envy. “That’s still one of the hottest restaurants in the city! How did you get a reservation?”

“I dunno,” I’d said. “Zain got it.”

“You are so lucky!”

If so, it was lost on me. I’ve lived in Kingstown all my life and I can count the number of times I’ve been to Morray Street (or “Money Street” as it’s not-so-affectionately nicknamed) on one hand. It’s the fancy part of town, with luxury shops and fine-dining restaurants, and the restaurant, MDW, is smack-dab in the middle. It’s so fancy that they can afford Talented waiting staff, so our plates are magically whisked away the moment we’re finished and our glasses are never empty.

I only hope the refills are free, but considering they’re serving special “glacier ice” in their tap water, I highly doubt it. Zain insisted on picking up the tab, so I didn’t get a chance to find out.

I’m not a foodcast addict like Anita, so I just don’t appreciate the artful but tiny dishes that are being served up, a twist on Novaen tapas. I can’t help but feel out of place, sixteen-going-on-thirty, and keep thinking that I’d rather go get a burger at Hungry Joe’s than drop any more money here. Besides, all anyone can talk about is Prince Stefan and Princess Evelyn. Like the couple next to us. My teeth clench as their conversation starts back up again over their dessert.

“Well, I think he’s good for her—I feel so much safer now that she’s married,” says the woman, tapping the edge of her spoon delicately on the sugar crust of her crème brûlée. “And their honeymoon looks so beautiful. Do you think we should book a stay at the Luxe resort for our next holiday?”

The man nods. “Whatever you want, honey. And don’t forget, it’s a smart move politically. King Ander is no fool, and now our two countries are closer than ever.”

“You’re wrong,” I snap, spinning in my chair so I’m facing him.

“Sam . . .” Distantly I hear Zain call my name and catch the warning tone in his voice, but I can’t stop.

“Stefan is dangerous,” I continue. “He tricked the princess into marrying him!”

The man drops his fork and holds his hands up, like I’m attacking him over his slice of chocolate mousse cake.

“That’s Prince Stefan to you, young lady,” says the woman, who brandishes her spoon like it’s a weapon.

The man’s expression changes from wide-eyed surprise to curiosity. “Hang on, don’t I know you? You’re the alchemist girl who was pulled off the air during that interview on Nova Breaking News!”

I wince. I’m not the alchemist girl who won the Wilde Hunt and saved the princess any more. Now I’m the raving lunatic who was cut off midrant.

“I’m really sorry, sir, we were just leaving,” Zain says, standing up.

The man folds his arms across his chest. “No, wait . . . I want to hear what this young lady has to say. Why is Prince Stefan dangerous?”

I swallow and wait for a beat. This is the news I need to get out there, and I’ve been preparing for just this moment—even if it’s for an audience of only two. “For starters, he kidnapped me at the Laville Ball and forced me to find the recipe for an aqua vitae for him, and then when that failed, he convinced the princess to marry him and poisoned her with a contagious virus.”

“I thought it was you who said that the aqua vitae was a myth,” says the man. “That there was no such thing.”

“There isn’t, but—”

“And the princess had to get married or else endanger all of Nova, right?”

“Yes, but—”

“And even though the princess has some deadly virus, she’s able to jet off to the beach for a fabulous honeymoon, where she’s photographed looking perfectly happy and healthy?”

My face drains of color. “There are photographs?”

The man nods to his partner. She rolls her eyes at me and takes her phone from a sleek clutch purse. “Here, look.” With a few taps, she pulls up a paparazzi shot of the princess on the beach, Stefan’s arm draped over her tanned shoulders. Although it’s a little blurry, as if taken from far away, it’s obviously them.

“Come on, Sam.” Zain holds out my coat for me. “We’re sorry to bother you.”

“But . . . I don’t understand,” I stutter. The woman flicks through the photoset, and with every smiling photo my heart drops. I grab my coat from Zain’s hands and charge out of the dining room as fast as I can—but not fast enough to avoid the woman muttering loudly about how the clientele in MDW has really gone downhill.

“You okay?” Zain asks once we’re outside, slipping his hand into mine and giving it a squeeze.

“Yeah.” I let out a deep sigh. “I’m sorry; I know we said we wouldn’t bring it up tonight. But I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t listen to them talk about how great he is. Why does no one see what Stefan’s really like?”

“Because he’s a master manipulator with all the palace resources at his fingertips?”

“I suppose. I just wish she’d get in touch.”

“I know.”

He’s hurting as much as me. The last time either of us saw Evelyn was at the ceremony that made me a Master Alchemist. The princess’s last words were that she was “coming down with something,” and then she was swept away by secret service. Since that point, I’ve tried everything to get in touch with her short of chaining myself to the palace gates, but I don’t know how to get her attention. And since the princess won’t listen, I’ve been trying to get the word out about Stefan in other ways: contacting everyone I’ve met in the media since winning the Wilde Hunt, posting on my social channels, writing letters to the palace . . . but no one wants to hear it.

“Can we forget about it for the rest of the evening?” Zain tugs at my hand.

“You haven’t heard anything, then?” I ask.

He winces, then covers it up with a shrug. “It’s the palace. They contact you, not the other way around—even when you’re long-term friends. Besides, Stefan’s only just learning the ropes. Once he’s settled, I’m sure Evie will be back in touch and things will go back to normal. So . . . back to forgetting about it?” He stares up at me through his fringe and I feel my resolve waning.

“Okay, it’s forgotten.”

We walk hand-in-hand down to the waterfront, where the kelpie dance takes place. There are two big grandstands set up facing the water, and Zain pays a few crowns for a ticket inside. The atmosphere is like a fairground, with silly games and cotton-candy stands all around, and Talented business owners enchanting toys to light up in the night sky as the sun sets.

“Come on,” Zain says. “I’ll win you a prize.”

“Really?” I say, unable to resist cringing a little. “How about I win you a prize?”

“Sorry champ, but these games are Talented only.” Zain points to a sign in front of the stall.

“Well, how is that fair?” I put my hands on my hips. “Isn’t that discrimination or something?” Talenteds—people like Zain, or my sister Molly—can manipulate the streams of magic in the air through an object like a wand or a pair of gloves. The most powerful Talents in Nova are the Royal family, including our incommunicado friend Princess Evelyn. They can use magic with just their hands. But I’m ordinary. And that means I can’t use magic at all.

I try not to get too bummed about it. Most alchemists are ordinary, because we can work with magical ingredients without any adverse effects. The Talenteds who try mixing ingredients end up with their bodies and minds twisted—it’s not normally worth the risk. There’s only one Talented alchemist in the world that I know of. An icy shiver slides down my spine, despite the warmth of my jacket.

Zain nudges my shoulder, thinking I’m still insulted by the Talented-only sign. “It’s just a game. Watch.”

I focus back on Zain, but I know what’s really given me a chill: thinking about Emilia Thoth. The Talented alchemist—and the princess’s estranged aunt—who kidnapped me from the Royal Tour. She’s dead, I remind myself. She can’t hurt me, or my friends, anymore.

Zain takes out his wand and approaches the game operator, handing over the fee to play. The game is a large wheel, like a dartboard, with holes strategically cut in different locations. Each hole has a score above it. “Game’s simple,” the operator says. “I’ll spin the board—you use your magic to shoot through the holes. The spell needs to be just a simple rubber ball—nothing fancy, please. The more holes you shoot through, the higher your score, the bigger the prize. Got it? Five holes, six attempts.”

Zain nods, and the look of concentration on his face makes me giggle.

“Ready? Three, two, one . . .” The operator spins the board.

With quick flicks of his wrist, Zain sends bright red balls flying at the spinning wheel. What he certainly doesn’t expect—and neither do I—is for all of them to come flying back, missing the holes completely. After the six balls are shot, his score is zero.

Zain’s mouth drops open, so wide I could probably throw a ball in there. “It’s rigged!” he says in mock horror.

I can’t help but giggle again. “Come on, we’re going to miss the show!” I say, tugging his sleeve.

“One more time.”

“If you have to.” I grin and catch the eye of the operator, who looks more than a little smug. Somehow I don’t think Zain is going to do much better this time.

My phone buzzes and I glance down. On the screen is the subject line of an incoming email:

ATTN: SAM KEMI DOCUCAST

My first thought is, again?

How many times do these people need to be told? I swipe the email away, determined to deal with it another time.

A loud groan from Zain tells me he’s failed. I slip my phone back into my pocket and pat him on the shoulder. “Can we go in now?”

“Yeah, okay,” he says, scowling at the operator. But when he turns to me he’s all smiles. I melt a little bit further into my ankle boots. We’re an odd couple: He’s the heir apparent to the country’s largest synthetic potions manufacturer, the industry that threatens my family business. I’m a Master Alchemist of one of the oldest mixing families in Nova. Yet what we have really seems to work.

“What were you frowning at?” he asks, throwing his arm over my shoulder and pulling me close as we walk up the metal stairs of the grandstand. For the most part, the crowd is made up of families with young children, but there are a few other teenage faces around. The kelpie dance is not exactly known for being “cool,” but for a Zamantha date it’s way more our style than a stuffy restaurant. Plus, our seats are in a relatively empty part of the stands, and there are blankets for keeping warm. Nice and cosy and datelike.

“What do you mean?”

“I saw you looking down at your phone and frowning. Looked serious.”

I shake my head. “No, it’s nothing . . . just this really persistent television producer person who wants to make a documentary about me. Says that the interest after the Wilde Hunt and the Royal Tour is at an all-time high and I should really ‘capitalize.’ ” I make air quotes with my fingers and roll my eyes. “It’s probably a scam. It’s like the fourth or fifth email she’s sent—I’ve already told her no.”

Zain’s eyes light up. “Are you serious? That sounds really cool! Show me the email?”

I laugh. “Keen much?” I pull the email up on my phone and pass it to him.

He scans it quickly. “Sam, are you kidding? This is properly real. She”—he points to the name of the sender, Daphne Golden—“is a really hot director! She did the last Yolanda film.”

“Really? That was a good movie.”

“See? This could be so cool. What is it they want to do? This email doesn’t have any details, it’s just a lot of begging,” he says.

I let out a deep breath. “Well, they want to film in the store—‘the average life of an alchemist’ type thing, maybe follow me to school and stuff. Interview my family and friends—you too, without a doubt. She says I have a story to tell. You know, the youngest person ever to be made Master Alchemist in Nova, my experience on the Wilde Hunt and the Royal Tour . . . that sort of thing.”

“Sounds awesome!”

I wrinkle my nose. “Does it? I dunno. I was kind of looking forward to the fame dying down, finishing school, not . . . going on TV again. It just seems like I’m asking for more attention. I’m surprised she even wants to talk to me after all the negative press that’s going around.”

“Look, you’re a public figure in Nova now and people are going to talk to you whether you want the attention or not. Maybe it’s a chance to tell your story, exactly how you want to tell it?”

“Maybe . . .”

“And I bet they’re offering to pay well.”

“Yeah, but . . .”

“It’s something I would seriously consider. You won’t have opportunities like this again. You could set all the records straight about your family, too—there are still people out there who think you guys hid an aqua vitae from the world.” That was the big scandal last month—that somehow we’d developed a cure for everything, the most powerful potion in the world—and then either destroyed it or kept it for ourselves. So not true.

I stare down at the email. A documentary . . . it could be fun.

Trumpets sound all around us, and the lights dim. “I’ll think about it,” I whisper to Zain as the show starts, glad for the distraction. A laser display of glittering red and green beams dances across the water as a screen rises up behind. An introductory video plays, along with several adverts for ZoroAster Corp medicines. Zain and I exchange a glance, eye-rolling at the supreme cheesiness. But with my cheek against his shoulder, our hands clenched together, snuggled up underneath the warm woollen blanket, I couldn’t think of a more perfect first “proper” date.

That is, until a face appears, smirking on the screen. A smug, sharp-angled face with amber-yellow tiger eyes.

“CONGRATULATIONS TO OUR NEW PRINCE, STEFAN OF NOVA!” the caption reads. For their first stunt, the kelpies burst out of the waves in front of his serene, waving form, honoring the newest member of the Royal family with a choreographed dance of their watery hooves and frothy manes. They should take my breath away, but all I can see is red.

Beside me, Zain squeezes my hand. “Remember, just forget it . . .”

I grit my teeth for two more seconds, but when fireworks go off behind Stefan’s head, I throw the blanket to the floor and stand up. “I can’t watch it.”

“Sam!”

“Stay if you want, but there’s no way I’m honoring that creep. I don’t care if no one else understands, or if they won’t listen. I will never believe he’s changed. I wouldn’t trust Prince Stefan if my life depended on it.”



CHAPTER THREE

SAMANTHA

THE DOOR SLAMS SHUT BEHIND me.

Mum is sitting at the kitchen table, and she looks down at her watch in surprise. “Oh, Sam! I wasn’t expecting you back until later. Your dad took Molly to swim practice . . .” She catches the expression on my face and stops talking. I stormed the whole way home from the kelpie show. Zain offered me a lift, but I needed the walk. Seeing that video brought the familiar rage bubbling back up to the surface again and now I can’t disguise it. “Everything okay?” Mum asks, her calm voice cutting through the red haze in front of my eyes.

“No,” I say through gritted teeth. I need to calm down. I need . . . tea.

“What is it, honey? Here, let me do that,” she says, taking the kettle from my shaking hands. Mum is Talented, but her magic is weak and she doesn’t tend to use it inside the house. Her object—a divining rod—sits on the dresser upstairs. “Why don’t you sit down?”

I do as she says, slumping into one of our kitchen chairs. “I don’t get it. How can people believe in him?”

She doesn’t need to ask who I’m talking about. Every cast, every morning show, every newspaper front page features Prince Stefan at the moment. He’s on a PR offensive, and that’s exactly how I find it: offensive. Stefan’s the one that put the princess in danger—hiring Emilia Thoth, sparking the chain of events that led to the hunting of the aqua vitae, and now marrying her only to take advantage of her immense magical power. It feels like no one has even noticed that the princess has been suspiciously absent from the public eye apart from a few blurry photographs.

My face scrunches up in disgust every time he’s on air. He’s impossible to escape. Everywhere, there are pictures and videos of his handsome, shining, smarmy face, his enigmatic tiger eyes, his perfectly coiffed blond hair. My voice, my lone voice, is drowned in a sea of adoration and hope.

I don’t have hope. I have anger.

Tears of seraphim mixed with roots of bodhi tree—to lift the veil of deceit from everyone’s eyes so they can see the truth that’s in front of them.

Even though it would be a felony, I think about making a giant batch and putting it into the water system of Nova. At least it would be better than all this pro-Stefan juice that the world seems to have drunk.

But I’m the only one who saw him in Gergon, the only one who knows that he was behind the explosion at the Laville Ball. And the more he dominates the TV casts and the newsprint and social media, the harder it is to get anyone to believe me.

How can anyone the princess chose to marry be that bad?

If what you say is true, wouldn’t he have shown his true colors by now?

Mum’s voice adds to the fray: “I don’t know, honey. I suppose people want to believe the best of their new Royal family.”

“Even if I can find evidence against him?”

“It’s your word against his. And even though we believe you—”

“What about the princess? She’s been MIA from all these publicity stunts and no one thinks that’s weird?”

“She’s busy. Being a newlywed is never easy.”

“Ugh, especially when you’ve married a creep like him.”

“And the public want to know the new prince. None of this is that unusual, honey.”

I roll my eyes. It’s an argument I’ve now heard too many times. “What about the white powder that I saw on Evelyn’s sleeve? The same symptom of the virus that Stefan showed me had been spreading through his country. Does no one care about that?”

Mum’s expression remains neutral, ever the diplomat, but a tiny frown line appears between her eyes. I almost want to point at it and say: “Aha! You are worried too!” But I don’t. “You care,” she says, gently. “And because you care, we care. If the princess asks for your help, you and Grandad will be ready. If she wants privacy, you just have to wait for her to get in touch. That’s all you can do.”

“I know,” I say with a sigh. I sip my green tea and wait for my heart rate to return to normal.

“Well, maybe it’s not all you can do.”

I raise an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“You don’t have to wait around. You have your own life. Maybe after everything you’ve been through this past year, you can focus on you. It’s your last year at school. You have that big internship with ZoroAster Corp coming up. Maybe you and Anita should take a holiday somewhere?”

I pause, staring into my tea. “Yeah, maybe. Sorry, Mum, I guess I’m just tired. I’m going to take this upstairs, okay?”

“Are you sure you’re all right?”

I shrug. “Yeah. I think I just . . . miss her, you know?”

“Of course you do. The princess has been a big part of your life this year, but she is a Royal first. She’ll come back in her own time.”

Up in my room, I sit at my desk and open my laptop. Out of habit I log in to Connect and when it loads I see that Kirsty has posted a long message on her page. Kirsty is our store’s Finder—she travels the world hunting down ingredients and restocking any dwindling supplies. She helped me out big time finding the love potion ingredients during the Wilde Hunt and in the search for my great-grandmother’s diary. I like so many of her photos and posts that her latest pops up straightaway on my feed.

CALLING ALL MY FRIENDS

Things are not right in Nova.

The new prince comes from a place where ordinaries are treated as second-class citizens to Talenteds.

We need to listen to my friend, Samantha Kemi, when she warns us that he is dangerous!

We must be vigilant—we can’t let our rights be taken away.

Stand Up For Ordinaries!

The message makes my heart swell. Kirsty is one of the few people who also knows Prince Stefan’s true nature, and his connection to the aqua vitae. I haven’t seen her since the Royal Tour, but I thought I spotted her in a photograph of a crowd at an Ordinary Rights Association (ORA) rally. With the spotlight on Gergon since the wedding and Prince Stefan’s ascendance, she’s stepped up her campaigning there for ordinaries to receive equal treatment and rights to Talenteds. She’s been traveling so much that I’ve barely seen her.

Unlike Gergon, Nova has historically been a place where Talenteds and ordinaries have managed to live in harmony.

Princess Evelyn threatened that balance earlier this year. As the Royal princess of Nova, she needed to be married during her eighteenth year and share her Talent or else risk her power growing so out of control that it would destroy her—and the city of Kingstown too. Her initial refusal to marry—and the extreme measures she took creating the love potion to overcome it—meant that she took enormous risks with her own life and the lives of her people. The ORA called it irresponsible, reckless even. They don’t think we should have a Royal family at all—that it’s crazy for a few people to be in charge of so much power, even if a lot of it is for show. They think we should follow the Pays model, where the people overthrew their monarchy after a long and bloody revolution. The excess power was redistributed amongst the people once the royal bloodline had all been wiped out.

I shiver. I don’t want the princess to be “wiped out.”

My opinion is that the Nova model works, but only if the royal family abide by the rules. They have the power, but they are legally bound not to misuse it. We have an elected government—a mix of Talented and ordinaries—to keep things in check.

Because the reality of our world is that there are Talenteds and there are ordinaries. We need to learn to live together.

Balance is everything. Balance is peace.

Balance is harmony.

Any alchemist worth their salt knows that. You could even go as far as to say that balance is the ultimate goal of alchemy. Some people would say it was change. But alchemists change things for a reason. To find that perfect equilibrium between light and dark—whether that’s elements or potions or even in ways of thinking.

So even though Kirsty has asked me a few times, I won’t join the ORA. She thinks I would be a good “face” for them to use. Since all the publicity surrounding the Wilde Hunt, my social media following has shot from zero to supernova. I have a platform—even if I only use it to try to discredit Prince Stefan.

But I don’t want to be anyone’s puppet.

The next post almost changes my mind. It’s not from any of my friends—it’s one of those articles that drops into my feed based on things I’ve searched for before. What catches my eye is an absolutely horrible picture of me, a screenshot taken from when I had been dragged away from the Nova Breaking News newsroom midrant about Stefan. My hair has fallen out of its bun and my eyes are rolled back in my head. They’ve made me look deranged.

Which is exactly what the headline says:

SAMANTHA KEMI: MASTER ALCHEMIST OR MENACE TO SOCIETY?

I cringe, but don’t click on the article to read it. I do, however, click on the #SamanthaKemi public hashtag.

The page loads up with even more anger.

JEALOUS OR JADED? Why Samantha Kemi just can’t leave the prince and princess alone.

QUIZ: Can you identify these five Sam Kemi meltdown moments?

And, worst of all, there’s a bold BREAKING NEWS headline.

CAUGHT ON CAMERA: Samantha Kemi rails against the prince at hot restaurant MDW.

Underneath, playing automatically, is crystal-clear footage of my argument with the couple at the next table, filmed by another patron of the restaurant.

My head falls onto my desk.

Every time I try to tell people the truth about Stefan, my words get distorted. I need a way to get my version of events out. But to do that, I have to have control over the images that are shown, the words that are said.

A thought strikes me with a mixture of fear and excitement, and I click out of Connect and into my email. Maybe I do have an opportunity to tell my side of the story.

Daphne Golden’s email sits at the very top of my in-box.

A docucast. A television show.

But you hate the spotlight. You hate being on TV. The voice inside my head is pretty loud this time.

Then again, it’s not live TV.

With a few taps, I call Zain and wait for his face to fill my screen. “Hey, beautiful,” he says with a broad smile. “What’s up? Did you get home okay?”

“Yeah, no problems. I’m sorry for storming off.”

“You don’t have to apologize. We’ll just have to research a totally Prince Stefan–free date next time.”

“Definitely.” I grin back at him. I’m glad he’s not mad at me for cutting our date short—but I know he understands. “Look, I was thinking about what you said at the kelpie show—about the docucast?”

Zain’s eyes light up. “You going to do it?”

“On one condition. I want you to do it with me.”

Zain’s face freezes, and I wonder if our connection has dropped. Then he blinks hard and says, “Wait, are you serious?”

“Why not? I’m going to intern for ZA after I graduate, so you’re part of my story too. And I think it would be better if you were there. I would feel more comfortable, at least. And I know you’re busy with uni but you could fit it around your lectures . . .”

“Okay.” He nods, the grin returning to his face.

“Seriously?”

“Yes, okay! Let’s do it!”

The grin on my face matches his. “I’ll email her right now and see what she says.” In another window, I open Daphne’s email and scan it quickly. She does seem keen to get started right away. “Let’s get going—while you’re as hot as magma!” are the last words of her email.

“I’m writing back,” I say to Zain. “I’m putting in the condition about you and . . . done.” I hit send before I can change my mind.

“Let me know what she says. I’d better get back to studying.”

“No problem, I’ll—” My in-box pings midsentence. “Hang on a second, she’s just replied. She says: “Great! You and Zain will make perfect television. We’ll be there in the morning to get everything set up—make sure your parents are around so we can have them sign the permissions—and then clear your half-term break calendar for filming.’ ”

I blink at the screen as it fills up with the documents Daphne pings over to me—showreels from her previous work, news articles about me that she’s researched, storyboards for the filming, and a big long contract to sign.

“Sam? Are you okay?” I hear Zain now rather than see him—my screen is covered in downloading files.

I minimize everything until I’m staring at his face again. The excitement still tingles through my veins, the thrill of being so spontaneous and daring. But reality is setting in. “Um . . . Zain? I’ll be right back. I think I better go talk with my parents.”



CHAPTER FOUR

SAMANTHA

I ACCIDENTALLY SPLASH HOT WATER onto the kitchen counter, my hands shaking out of nerves this time, not anger. The back door shuts behind my dad’s cheery voice announcing that he and Molly are home, and I clench my fists to stop my fidgeting. Telling my mum and grandad about the documentary was surprisingly simple: they both thought it sounded like a good opportunity for me.

Maybe even too good. Mum had a lot of questions about whether this Daphne Golden was for real. After I showed her the showreels and Daphne’s credentials though, she agreed that it sounded legitimate. “But honey, are you sure you want this kind of attention?”

I shrug. “Whether I wanted it or not, I’ve got a platform now. I guess this is a chance to use it responsibly?”

“Well, then I’m proud of you. I know I said you needed a distraction, but I didn’t expect you to come up with something that quickly!”

“As long as I don’t have to be on television, you can do what you like. You are a Master Alchemist,” says Grandad. It’s a familiar refrain from him now. But even though I’m a Master Alchemist by title, and I accept all the responsibility that comes with that, I still yearn for a hint of Grandad’s approval.

He seems to know it, reserving his praise for only my most perfect mixes and tantalizing me with secrets about the store—I feel like a potion that’s being drip-fed the ingredients I need, so I don’t absorb too much too quickly without retaining anything. Even though I’m impatient to learn it all, it’s humbling to remember how little I know, even with my fancy qualification.

Yet I still have one more hurdle to overcome. Telling Molly. Starting with the Wilde Hunt, I’ve been in the spotlight, stealing all my family’s attention—especially Grandad’s. Now, just as things were about to die down, I’m not sure how my sister will feel about cameras coming into our house to film a documentary all about . . . me. “Hi, Molly, hi, Dad,” I say, spinning around and plastering a smile on my face.

“Sam has big news,” Mum says.

Dad’s eyebrows jolt up in surprise. “Really? So does Molly. But you go first, Sam,” he encourages me.

“Sure. Well . . .” I draw out the syllables as both Molly and Dad look at me expectantly. “Daphne Golden, a big Tinseltown director, wants to do a documentary about me. She’s going to come round with a camera crew tomorrow to start filming. But I promise it won’t be too invasive—I won’t let them film you if you don’t want.”

Dad’s eyebrows rise up almost into his hairline, but I catch him exchanging a look with Mum and eventually he smiles. “Sounds . . . like an interesting experience for you.”

“Thanks, Dad,” I say. I brace myself for Molly’s response. But, to my surprise, she smiles broadly. “That sounds so cool,” she says. “Anyway, do you want to know my news now?” Her cheeks flush with excitement.

“Come on, out with it, then,” says Mum with a laugh.

“My whole class got this at school today. Here.” Molly pulls out an envelope, embossed with the royal seal—or the new royal seal, that is, with the twin mountain peaks of Gergon as a backdrop to the traditional unicorn and mermaid crest.

Mum opens the letter, and as she reads, her eyes widen and her mouth drops open in surprise. She reads it again, but this time out loud: “The royal family of Nova is pleased to invite Class 8A of Saint Martha’s High for a formal introduction to the new prince of Nova, Stefan, and his wife, Princess Evelyn. The visit will take place on the twentieth of September. Please see the enclosed leaflet for information on how to prepare for a trip to the floating palace.” There’s a moment’s pause as she folds the letter back into the envelope. “Molly—a visit to the palace!” Mum is so breathless she can’t even finish her sentence.

“That’s a big deal!” says Dad.

“Huge,” I agree. I’m really happy for Molly, and I feel a weight lift from my shoulders. If the princess is receiving official visits, that means she can’t be too sick.

Instinctively, I check my phone, as if Molly receiving this letter means that I should be receiving a text from the princess soon too—surely her next step would be to reach out to her friends to let them know she’s okay.

But there’s nothing. I text her: Hey! Molly got your invite—looks like she’s coming to visit you at the palace! I miss you. Hope I can see you soon. Write back!

Molly dances around the kitchen. “I’m going to the palace!” she sings. “I’m going to the palace! Oh my god, what do you wear to the palace?” She stops dancing, her eyes wide.

I laugh. “Probably your school uniform, silly! But you’re going to love it there. Even I’ve never really been. At least, not officially. They normally hold public meet-and-greets at the castle.” It’s a strange set-up that the Novaen royal family have, but it’s kept them protected for centuries: there’s the large, imposing castle at the top of Kingstown Hill, the highest point of the whole city (technically the skyscrapers that make up the industrial and business districts are outside of the city proper). But the royal family actually live in an invisible, floating palace somewhere above the city, totally suspended by the royal family’s magic power. Its very existence is a symbol of their extreme Talent, and keeps them safe.

Kept them safe.

Until they brought danger into their midst.

“I’m nervous about meeting the prince . . .” Molly says, jumping up onto the counter next to me.

“Well, maybe I can give you a poison potion to slip into his tea?”

“Sam.” Mum’s voice is laced with her best warning tone.

The familiar wave of anger surges up inside me, but I let it wash over. At least Molly is willing to still be cautious. I give her a small smile, which she returns. I don’t want to kill her buzz with my warnings about Stefan’s true nature. But I can’t—won’t—believe he’s changed in such a short period of time. If ever I get close to believing he’s just a benign, good-looking, media-friendly prince, all I need to do is shut my eyes and I’m sent straight back to the dark, dripping cave underneath the crumbling Visir School—to his smarmy face as he forced me to work with the dreaded Emilia Thoth.

“Let’s celebrate all the good news with ice cream!” says Mum, breaking the tension.

After stuffing our faces with mint chocolate chip goodness, I help Mum tidy up before heading upstairs. I need to talk to Molly—privately. She’s been working on her Talented homework, wearing her special unicorn hair gloves—a gift from the princess—as she practices channeling her magic. She has a particular gift for healing magic and already knows she wants to go to medical school. Her help with healing Grandad after his memories were taken proved beyond doubt to me that she was going to grow up to be a great healer.

“Can I come in?” I ask, after knocking on the doorframe.

Molly sits back from her desk and peels off her gloves. “Sure . . . I wasn’t making much progress anyway.” She frowns at the little leaf in a jar that refuses to grow.

I come in and sit on her bed. “Can I give you a message to give to Evie when you see her?”

“Sure,” says Molly.

I hold out a piece of folded paper. “It’s sealed with a special paste I made—she’s the only one who will be able to open it.”

“I understand,” says Molly.

“And you will be careful around the prince, won’t you?”

“Of course.”

“And you’ll give me a status update of everything he says and does and how the princess looks and acts?”

“You know it.”

“Thanks, Molly.”

“Don’t be a worryworm, Sam.”

Worryworms. Known for their ability to burrow deep into the ground. Used in potions to uncover buried secrets. Very rare.

“I’ll try.” But I can’t help it. I won’t stop worrying properly until I hear from the princess herself.



CHAPTER FIVE

SAMANTHA

“JUST A LITTLE TO THE left. A little more. Now tilt your head. One more time, but to the other side. Perfect.”

The camera’s flash makes stars dance in my vision, but I hold my pose, feeling increasingly like a maniac with my toothy smile and wide eyes. I try to catch Zain’s eye to show how over it I am, but he’s being fussed over by a make-up artist who is trying to convince him to put on a stronger glamour. I think he looks perfect, but then I am a little bit biased.

I wish I had his level of comfort with glamours. My dark hair has been styled into a short bob that frames my round face; I push it back behind my ears, then in front again, then behind as the photographer snaps away. I don’t know what looks best.
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